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ENVIRONMENT 


Dirty air tied to higher 
risk of COVID-19 death 


Traffic, the largest source of air pollution in New Jersey, is jammed on Interstate 80 in Denville and Rockaway. New research from Harvard 
public health experts has found a link between air pollution and COVID-19 fatalities. Star-Ledger file photo 


Jersey smog: Living in more polluted area increases vulnerability by 15%, study says 


Michael Sol Warren and Arjun Kakkar For The Star-Ledger 


It wafts from the traffic on our highways, 
from the refineries throughout the state, 
from New York City, Philadelphia and far- 
away coal power plants. 

New Jersey has struggled with air pol- 
lution for decades, and now the risks of 
degraded air quality in the Garden State may 
be deadlier than ever. 

New research from Harvard public health 
experts has found a link between air pollu- 
tion and COVID-19 fatalities. That means 
people in New Jersey — particularly those 
in urban areas — may face a greater risk of 
dying from the coronavirus. 

The Harvard study examined air pol- 
lution levels in 3,080 counties around the 
United States between 2000 and 2016, and 
compared the air pollution data to COVID- 
19 death counts in each of those counties. 
The study focused on fine particle pollution 
(known as PM2.5), which is one of multiple 
air pollutants that are regulated by the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency. 
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The researchers concluded that a small 
increase in a county’s long-term exposure to 
the particle pollution led to a large increase 
in that county’s COVID-19 death rate. In 
other words, while New Jersey’s air quality 
is much better now than it was decades ago, 
people who have lived in areas with histor- 
ically high air pollution are at greater risk 
from the coronavirus. 

The study found that a person who lives 
for years in a county with high levels of 
particle pollution is 15% more likely to die 
from COVID-19 than a person who lives ina 
county with just one unit less of average pol- 
lution levels. 

“The results of this paper suggest that 
long-term exposure to air pollution increases 
vulnerability to experiencing the most 
severe COVID-19 outcomes,” the researchers 
write in their conclusion. 

The study’s conclusions match what is 
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More inside 


Most lethal day yet: The state reports 365 
new deaths from COVID-19, bringing the total 
fatalities in New Jersey to 2,805. The number 
of cases grows by over 4,000, to 68,824. A3 


Triage guidelines issued: “Last resort” 
rules are established to prioritize patients for 
scarce hospital resources if the coronavirus 
crisis worsens. A13 


Bag the ban for now, some say: A concern 
that reusable bags may become conduits for 
infection has prompted some politicians to 
urge a respite in bans on plastic bags. A13 


For AA members, isolation poses a danger, too 


Steve Novak For The Star-Ledger 


It’s a matter of life or death, in more ways 
than one. 

On one hand, there is the coronavirus, 
the source of a pandemic that as of Tuesday 
had infected more than 68,000 and killed 
2,805 in New Jersey alone. To prevent the 
easy spread of COVID-19, the disease caused 
by the virus, the governor has ordered busi- 
nesses to shut down and residents to stay 
home, even closing state parks to prevent 
people from congregating. 

On the other hand, there are people with 
addictions desperately trying to get well, 
people who, in the midst of their fight to stay 
sober, now must contend with isolation and 
the temptation of the liquor store, one of the 
businesses allowed to stay open. 

To them, both are questions of essential 
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health. For at least one group of Alcoholics 
Anonymous, the risk of in-person meetings 
is second to that of returning to the bottle. 

“Either I come to these face-to-face meet- 
ings or I’m in the parking lot of the liquor 
store, drinking again,” says V, 29 years sober 
and asenior member of the meetings in Phil- 
lipsburg, describing the attitude of those 
who attend, people she says come just to 
have that interaction. 

“The risk,” she said, “is do I want to live or 
do I want to die?” 

It’s a difficult stance to take in these tense 
times, when the public health threat of 
infectious disease is hammered home daily. 
Stay home. Wear masks if you go out. Avoid 
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Alcoholics Anonymous has recommended 
that local groups, which usually meet in 
person, adhere to social distancing guide- 
lines while focusing on the mission 

of recovery. Oregonian file photo 
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Klapisch recalls 
Yanks scion Hank 


Steinbrenner. B1 


MEDICINE 


Unproven drug 
gets put to test 
on coronavirus 


Despite uncertainty, it’s the 
best we’ve got, doctors say 


Riley Yates For The Star-Ledger 


At Christ Hospital in Jersey City, 
patients hospitalized with the coronavirus 
receive a battery of treatments that doctors 
hope will ease their suffering and save their 
lives. They are given oxygen, steroid inhal- 
ers, high doses of vitamin C, thiamine, zinc 
and even plain old aspirin, to name a few. 

Also provided to patients is hydroxy- 
chloroquine, a decades-old malaria drug 
thrust into the spotlight of the coronavirus 
pandemic by President Donald Trump. It 
unexpectedly joined the culture wars last 
month after Trump touted it as a potential 
“game changer,” though studies have yet to 
determine whether it is effective in combat- 
ing the disease. 

While the drug has shown promise in 
treating COVID-19 in some small studies, 
its value remains unproven and it has not 
undergone clinical trials that test its safety 
and efficacy, as the nation’s top infectious 
disease expert, Dr. Anthony Fauci, has 
noted. But with no known treatment for 
coronavirus and hundreds of new deaths in 
New Jersey reported every day, doctors are 
still turning to hydroxychloroquine, hop- 
ing that its so-far optimistic results prove 
true. 

“Right now, this is the best that we’ve 
got,” said Dr. Naresh Patel, a hospitalist 
at Christ Hospital, one of three Hudson 
County hospitals run by CarePoint Health. 
Patel said that virtually 100% of suspected 
COVID-19 cases admitted to his hospital 
are receiving hydroxychloroquine as part 
of their daily treatment regimen, though he 
said it remains unclear whether it is help- 
ing. 
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ECONOMY 


Owners agonize 
as business aid 
is tough to get 


Samantha Marcus For The Star-Ledger 


When the clock struck 9 a.m. on Monday, 
Mark Jakuboski thought he was ready. 

The owner of Old Man Rafferty’s restau- 
rants in New Brunswick and Hillsborough 
was at his computer when the window to 
apply for a special low-interest state loan 
opened, he said. 

But by the time Jakuboski uploaded 
scans of his 185-page lease and prepared a 
personal balance sheet, records he hadn’t 
realized would be required to apply, it was 
already 2 p.m. 

And by then, 1,900 other small and mid- 
size businesses slammed by the coronavi- 
rus had applied for the same loan program, 
according to the New Jersey Economic 
Development Authority. 

Jakuboski was too late. 

“NJEDA will keep your application on 
file should additional funding become 
available,” an automated message read. 

Hundreds, if not thousands, of New Jer- 
sey business owners like Jakuboski will 
face similar rejection as the state confronts 
the painful economic fallout of social dis- 
tancing measures health experts say 
saved thousands of lives in exchange for 
shuttered shops and businesses. 
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